University of Pennsylvania

ScholarlyCommons
Departmental Papers (NELC)

Department of Near Eastern Languages and
Civilizations (NELC)

1970

The University of Pennsylvania Folklore Archives: A Progress
Report
Dan Ben-Amos
University of Pennsylvania, dbamos@sas.upenn.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://repository.upenn.edu/nelc_papers
Part of the Archival Science Commons, Collection Development and Management Commons, Folklore
Commons, and the Near and Middle Eastern Studies Commons

Recommended Citation
Ben-Amos, D. (1970). The University of Pennsylvania Folklore Archives: A Progress Report. Keystone
Folklore Quarterly, 15 (3), 148-157. Retrieved from https://repository.upenn.edu/nelc_papers/71

The publication in which this item appeared has since ceased.
This paper is posted at ScholarlyCommons. https://repository.upenn.edu/nelc_papers/71
For more information, please contact repository@pobox.upenn.edu.

The University of Pennsylvania Folklore Archives: A Progress Report
Abstract
The organization of folklore archives has become increasingly complex due to developments both in
archiving methods and folklore studies. Particularly in recent years, with the emergence of information
storage and retrieval as an independent field, the establishment of a modern, well-equipped folklore
archive requires knowledge which can be acquired only through extensive specialized training and
familiarity with technical, often commercial literature. While in the 'olden days' all one needed for a
folklore archive was folders and file cabinets, today these office furnishings, still the main inventory of
most archives, barely answer existing research needs. In addition, they often limit any further
development of projects, and by extension, of folklore studies in general. However, this equipment for the
storage and retrieval of information, which potentially could open up the research possibilities of archives
is financially prohibitive, and only national or commercial institutions can afford it. Moreover, its
installation and operation requires specialized knowledge that few folklorists possess.

Disciplines
Archival Science | Collection Development and Management | Folklore | Near and Middle Eastern Studies

Comments
The publication in which this item appeared has since ceased.

This journal article is available at ScholarlyCommons: https://repository.upenn.edu/nelc_papers/71

University of Pennsylvania Folklore Archives

A Progress Report
by Dan Ben-Amos

Introduction
The organization

of folklore archives has become increasingly
complex due to developments both in archiving methods and folklore
studies. Particularly in recent years, with the emergence of informa
tion storage and retrieval as an independent field, the establishment of
a modern, well-equipped folklore archive requires knowledge which can
be acquired only through extensive specialized training and familiarity
with technical, often commercial literature. While in the 'olden days'
all one needed for a folklore archive was folders and file cabinets, to
day these office furnishings, still the main inventory of most archives,
barely answer existing research needs. In addition, they often limit
any further development of projects, and by extension, of folklore
studies in general. However, this equipment for the storage and re
trieval of information, which potentially could open up the research
possibilities of archives is financially prohibitive, and only national or
commercial institutions can afford it. Moreover, its installation and
operation requires specialized knowledge that few folklorists possess.
Previously, a single classificatory principle supplemented by a few
indices proved quite adequate for folklore research. The collector, the
region, the ethnic group, the genre or even the theme, served as re
spective principles for archival classification purposes. However, the
current demands for contextual studies in folklore require subsequent
modifications in the storage and retrieval of archival information. The
name, the place and the ethnic group of the performer are no longer
sufficient. Details concerning the informants and their audiences' at
titudes toward particular expression, the cultural restrictions imposed
upon its performance and the social composition of the participants
in the folkloric event, all seem vitally important in this search for a
multi-dimensional view of storytelling, riddling and singing. In short,
at the present time, students attempt to grasp the totality of folkloric
behavior; and archives should be designed to meet, not restrict, these
legitimate demands. Moreover, a well-organized folklore archive can
theoretically generate new research problems as it may enable stu
dents to draw correlations between different aspects of folklore ex
pressions, the relations between which have not been realized other
148
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To meet these requirements a folklore
flexible, multi-dimensional and open-ended.

wise.1
be

archival

system

should

Indeed, in the past few years folklorists have made definite pro
gress toward the development of an archival system which will have
these qualities. Robert B. Klymasz and Ellen J. Stekert have reported
on the classification methods used in the Folklore Division of the Na
tional Museum of Canada and the Wayne State University Folklore
Archive respectively.2 Both emphasized the diversification of entries
and the completeness of descriptive information pertaining to each
folklore text. The Archive of the Indiana University Folklore Institute
has undergone similar revisions as Bill Ivey's "Instructions for Cata
loging New Accessions" (mimeographed, n. d.) clearly indicates. Out
side America a similar direction is followed by the Arabic-Berber Oral
Literature Research Unit of the National Center for Scientific Re
search in Paris, which developed a multi-dimensional card for the clas
sification of recorded texts.3 Moreover, this new approach is not limited
to the archives of textual materials but it has also been incorporated
into the work on museums specializing in ethnography and traditional
arts and crafts. These institutions have made special efforts to broaden
and deepen their research possibilities and for that purpose have re
organized their storage and retrieval systems.4

In

of the University of Pennsylvania Folklore
and Folklife Archives (UPFFA) we attempted to follow these trends,
to explore new possible archival classification methods, and to pro
ject future research needs. Although at present we could afford only
a basic "files and folders" archive, we organized it in such a way as
to allow for its future conversion into a more complex system of me
chanical storage and retrieval of information. For the last three years,
in three successive seminars, Folklore 666: "Archiving", the students
constructed an archiving classification scheme which hopefully will
partially answer modern research needs. The dual orientation of our
program toward folklore on the one hand and folklife studies on the
other, presented our students with a particular complication. Whereas
the former involves primarily textual and background materials, either
recorded or written, the latter requires the handling of objects, tools
and photographic information, and actually extends the scope of the
archive into the function of a museum. We could have developed two
separate systems for these respective research directions. However,
because of theoretical and methodological considerations, we attempted
to construct a unified system which will be equally applicable to folk
lore as well as to folklife materials. The following is the preliminary
result of this combined effort.5
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Archive Structure
There are three sets of files in the University of Pennsylvania

Folklore and Folklife Archives (UPFFA)

:

A.

The Texts File

B.

The Master Cards File

C.

The Indices Files.

The recorded and photographic

materials

in the

archives are ar

numerical order in separate shelves and cabinets,

ranged according to

a

and the information

concerning them is registered on the Master Cards

and the original reports about them are kept in the Text File.

The Text File
Once received in the archive, each collection is itemized and each

folkloric expression in it, whether song, proverb, joke or tale, is as
signed an accession

number,

the first two figures of which indicate the

year, the last five the sequential order. Thus, 70/00093 is the ninetythird item classified in 1970. If there is more than a single item on a
single page, the folder receives a dual or triple number, as the case
requires ; for example : 70/00062-65. However, each of these items has
a separate Master Card.

The itemization of collections and the assignment of sequential
numbers

to the verbal expressions in them have a dual purpose:

to

preserve each collection virtually intact, while at the same time to in
dex its content. Preferably, we encourage students and other depositors
to submit the materials in the closest possible proximity to the order
they obtained them in the field. This will allow future researchers to
examine field data in a pre-analytical stage, before its order has been
changed to follow a particular research problem. At the same time,
the information registered on the Master Cards and the various In
dices Files, enables visitors to the archive to consult each collection
for the particular item most directly related to their project. Thus,
to exemplify with a hypothetical case, texts collected in a joke-telling
session in an urban setting, in which a Black, an Italian, a Greek and
a Jew participated, and in the course of which they also began to sing
songs and to exchange traditional insults, will be kept in the Archive
in separate but sequential folders, yet the Ethnic Groups and the
Genres Indices Files will direct researchers to the particular folders
that are relevant to the problems with which they are concerned.
150
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The Master Cards File
The Master Card (6" x 8") has three parts:

I. The

upper section which contains classificatory

and technical

information.

II.

The middle section which contains collecting and background

data.

III.

The bottom section which contains contextual and cultural
details. The University of Pennsylvania Folklore and Folklife "Manual
for Archivists" may best illustrate the usage of the card and the in
formation

registered in it.

"MANUAL FOR ARCHIVISTS"
I. Upper Section
1.

General Description.

Describe the physical appearance of the

folkloric expression or the material object. For verbal expressions use
descriptive terms : a word, a sentence, a rhyme, a stanza
x
rythmical lines, prose (x pages of prose). For material
(x stanzas),
objects, supply dimensions such as 5" x 8" x 3"wooden figure. For
music, provide time duration and kind of instrument, for example:
2' 30" string instrument.
the following

The accession number has two parts : the
first designates the year the collection was catalogued, and the second,
which consists of five digits, the sequential order of the entry, for
example: 70/00052. Access all items of a single collection in the order
they were submitted to the Archive.
2.

Accession Number.

Folkloristic Genre Category. Provide the terms used in inter
national folklore scholarship. The following is a tentative list of terms
3.

applicable to verbal

art:

Ballad

Folktales

Belief
Blues
Chants
Charms

Games

Epics

Folk Drama
Folk Etymology
Folk Medicine

Insults
Jokes

Rhymes :
Children

Jump-rope
Nursery

Legends
Lullabies

Riddles

Myths
Prayers

Tall Tales

Proverbs

Teases

Rituals
Taunts
Tongue-Twisters

Fall

Issue, 1970
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Following is a list of categories applicable to material objects
Architecture

Furniture

Art

Food

Clothing

Craft

Harvesting
Hunting

Decoration

Husbandry

Cultivating
Fishing

Magic

Both lists are open-ended

:

Religion.
and genres

and categories may be added

as needed.
4. Local Genre Category. The name the informant uses to de
scribe the kind of folkloric expression or action. For example, "a lie"
vs. the folkloristic term "tall tale" ; "an old saying" vs. "proverb."
For other languages, list indigenous terms and their literal translations.

Folkloric Name. The name by which the tale or song is known
in folklore scholarship. For example: "Lord Randal" for Child #12,
regardless of the hero's name in a particular version.
5.

6. Local Name. The name by which the informant refers to the
tale, song, or tool, either in English or other languages.

Classification. Whenever possible, classify the folkloric expres
sions according to standard reference works and collections in the
field. In each case follow the latest available edition of any given work.
List by author, abbreviated title and classification number. For ex
ample, Taylor, English Riddles, 1036.
7.

8.

Opening Line, Formula or Melody.

Culture. The culture of which the expression is a part, re
gardless of the ethnic group to which the informant belongs. For ex
ample, "Jewish joke" told by non-Jews should be classified here as
belonging to the Jewish culture. See: Richard M. Dorson, "JewishAmerican Dialect Stories on Tape," in Studies in Bibical and Jewish
Folklore, eds. Raphael Patai, Francis L. Utley and Dov Noy, Indiana
University Folklore Series No. 13, Memoir Series of the American
Folklore Society vol. 51 ( Bloomington, Indiana), pp. 161-171.
9.

10. Place. Register the original locality of the expression or the
artifact, even if it is not the place where the item has been recorded.
For example, the place of Yoruba tales collected from a foreign stu
dent in Philadelphia is Nigeria rather than Philadelphia.

Enter here both original and present language of
the expression. For example, list "Turkish/English" as the language
of a Turkish tale narrated in English.
11. Language.

Fall
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12. Date Submitted.

Register here the date collection was sub
mitted to the archive. Often it would differ from the date of cataloging.
13. Location Number. When the text is recorded either on tape
or disc, or the object is photographed or actually available, register
here the tape, record, photograph or object number. Letter T precedes

tape numbers

— T-70-024
Letter R precedes

R-70-283

record numbers

Letter P precedes photograph numbers
P-70-038.
terms or code letters which precede a five digit number,

Descriptive
indicate the location of objects in the Archive-Museum.

Materials which are recorded on tape or record should have a blue
Master Card, and those for which there is visual information should
have an orange Master Card; material objects have a yellow Master
Card.

Manufacture. This and the following slot refer primarily to
material objects. List here the material from which the object was
made and designate with the following code letters the type of pro
duction: (C) ommercial, (H) omemade, (P)rofession.
14.

15. Date.

II.

Date of production.

The Middle Section.
This section is divided into two parts the first concerning the in

formant, the second contains similar information

about the collector.

(a) THE INFORMANT
16. Name.
17. Sex.
18.

Marital Status.

(M)arried,
19.

Use the following

code

letters:

(S)ingle,

(D)ivorced, (W)idowed.

Birth.

Date and Place of birth.

Date and Place of recording
folkloric expression or the material object.
20. Collection.

or collecting

the

your evaluation of the informant's profi
report of the collector. Rate it according
to 10, reserving top ratings (10), for a professional folk

21. Proficiency.
Base
ciency on the ethnographic

to scale of 1
artist or otherwise an extremely versatile informant.

22. Education. Use the following code letters, followed by num
of
ber
years: (I)lliterate, (E)lementary education, (H)igh school,
(C)ollege. Thus H3 stands for three years of high school education.
154
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23.

Occupation.

24. Religion.

Indicate the native language of the informant.

24. Language.
26.

Ethnic Group.
(b)

THE COLLECTOR

27-36 repeat the same information as in 16-26 in terms of the
collector. Please note: the proficiency rating of the collector is based
in this case on the archivist's evaluation.

— Usage:

Time. Designate the time the expres
or
the material object is used, by both
culturally performed,
annual and daily specifications, such as Christmas Evening. If the
item was recorded on a different occasion than its accepted cultural
context, indicate also the collecting time, followed by the initials CT.
If there are no temporal restrictions on performance or usage, reg
ister "any time" in this slot.
37. Performance

sion is

— Usage:

Place. Enter the above information as
related to place. Similarly, indicate with the initials CP the cases in
which the performance for collecting purposes differs from the stand
ard cultural location, and register "anyplace" where there are no
special restrictions on perfomance or usage.
38. Performance

39. Performance — Usage: Context. Indicate any institutionalized
context of the performance or usage.
collecting differs from cul

If

tural context, indicate it with the initials CC, and if the method of
"induced cultural context" has been employed — ICC.
40-41. Participants. Indicate social and quantitative
of both audience (40) and participants (41).
42.

composition

Attitude. Describe the informant's attitude toward the item

in terms of belief, disbelief, humor, amusement,

etc.

43. Content. Use no more than five terms to describe the con
tent of the item. Thesaurus of content terms will be accumuated and
their standardization will be implemented at a later stage. The follow
ing is a sample of content terms:

Animals

Bravery
Cruelty
Creation
Death
Disobedience

Fall

Issue, 1970

Dream
Foolishness

Magic

Travel

Nonsense

Humor

Obedience

Violence
Wisdom

Kindness
Love

Plants

Witchcraft

Loyalty

Transformation

Sex

155

44. Source.
received

List

here when, where and from whom the

informant

or learned this folkloric item.

While more details about each of these subjects may be avail
able in the corresponding folders in the File Texts, each Master Card
summarizes

the available description

about any single item. Since the

Folklore and Folklife Archive consists of holdings in various forms

;

written texts, recording, photographic documentation and actual mate
rial objects, we use colored Master Cards according to a scheme which
indicates the nature of the archival holdings:

White cards for written texts
Blue cards for recordings
Orange cards for photographs

Yellow cards for material objects.

The Indices Files.
The Master Cards are item oriented, as each card provides as
full as possible information about a single folkloric expression. How
ever, archival research requires easy access to a whole range of items
such as those included in the repertoire of a single informant, the folk
lore of a locality or an ethnic group, and the narratives or songs of
a particular genre. In order to facilitate the usage of the archive in
such projects, we prepared the Indices Files which direct the student
to the major details of information listed on the Master Card. Thus
for example, in the Folkloristic Genres File, each folklore form has a
card, or several cards if necessary, in which the accession numbers of
all folders that contain related texts are listed. The use of two index
cards from separate files enables students to obtain an even more
limited body of texts with relative ease. Thus, by combing the locality
and the generic files it is possible to obtain, for example, only those
jump-rope rhymes which Philadelphia children sing. The number of the
Indices Files can increase to cover the entire range of subjects listed
on the Master Card or may be limited to the more crucial details of
information.

Conclusions.
This tripartite structure, in which the Texts, the Master Cards
and the Indices Files are interconnected, constitutes an archive which
flexible, and open-ended. The above descriptions
of the Master Card and the Indices Files seem to clarify its first
quality. The flexibility of the archive is measured not by ease of opera
tion which the cumbersome cards rather prevent, but by its potentiali
ties in terms of conversion into a mechanical storage and retrieval
is multi-dimensional,

156
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Although, at present, it becomes clear that a single punch card
with its 88 columns will hardly be sufficient for the codification of all
this primary information, we hope that the usage of several cards will
enable us to convert most of the information we have registered on
the Master Card into a code system. In contrast to popular fears,
such an archival system will not de-humanize folklore but rather will
enable us to examine it in the totality of its social and cultural con
text. Although the code system might put some restrictions on the
usage of terms and categories, at this stage the list of descriptive terms
in the archive is open-ended. It is possible to add to the indices as
many generic terms as necessary, thematic categories, newly discovered
languages, and recently formed religious cults. Such additions will
cause difficulties neither to the Master Card nor to the Indices Files.
system.

Our main archive holdings consist of student and faculty collec
tions, the Jacob Elder Collection from the West Indies and the MacEdward Leach Collection from the Bahamas, Virginia, Newfoundland
and Labrador. It is a modest beginning, and, as we progress, some
faults that clog the system may be uncovered and hidden obstacles will
have to be removed. But by sharing the results of this preliminary
work with other archivists, we hope that in their scrutiny of this re
port, they may spot such problems before they overburden us.
NOTES
Alan Loraax, in his cantometrics and choreoraetrics projects, has discovered cor
relations between folkloric expressions, social organizations and economic develop
ments with the indispensible use of a mechanized storage and retrieval information
system. See: Alan Lomax, Folk Song Style and Culture, American Association for
the Advancement of Science, Publication No. 88, Washington, D. C, 1968. Al
though Lomax's system was designed for a particular project, it clearly indicates
the research possibilities for folklore in future computerized archives.
2. Robert B. Klymasz, "An Introduction to the Folklore Division of the National
Museum of Canada, Ottawa." The Folklore and Folk Music Archivist, X (1967),
3-9, Ellen J. Stekert, "The Wayne State University Folklore Archive: In Process."
The Folklore and Folk Music Archivist. IX (1967), 61-78.
3. Litterature Orale Arabo-Berbere, Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique,
RCP 43. (August, 1968) p. 84.
4>. See for example William C. Sturtevant, Guide to Field Collecting of Ethnographic
Specimens, Washington, D. C: Smithsonian Institution, n. d.; J. W. Y. Higgs,
Folk Life Collection and Classification, London: The Museums Association, 1963:
D. Lewis, "Obtaining Information from Museum Collections and
Geoffrey
Thoughts on National Museum Index." Museums Journal, LXV (1965), 12-22.
6. At the early stages of my work on archiving problems, I benefited greatly from
exchanging views on this subject with Robert A. Georges whose advice and sug
gestions were of substantial assistance. Ellen J. Stekert shared with me helpful
information resulting from her continuous work on the Wayne State University
Folklore Archives. However, the present system is truly a product of cooperative
students' work: Karen Baldwin, Barbara Flynn, Toni Fratto, Gregory Gizelis,
David Hufford, Yvonne Lange, Leialoha L. Mark, Herminia Menez, Eleanor
Reichtein, Susan Shick and A. Virasinha. All contributed enthusiastically to this
project. David Hufford and Herminia Menez especially contributed to shaping
— University of Pennsylvania
the final form of the Master Card.
Philadelphia, Pa.
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